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by LCdr. Philip Gerard - " .. g

rafficten o’ clock!”

“Tally! Wow, that was close!”

We had been flying in our Hawkeye, equipped with the latest APS-145 radar,
trying to find low-and-dow fliersand go-fast boats. It was daytimeand CAV U to
themoon. Sowhy didn’t | seethat airliner?Why didn’t someonein the back end
givemeatraffic call?1 wasdisconcerted by my inability to complete aprimary
mission: seeand avoid.

| estimated that our E-2C had passed 500 feet vertically and 1,000 feet
laterally from that airliner, which arethe limitsimposed by OPNAVINST 3710.7.
The problemwasthat | had avoided violating the limitsthrough no action of my
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own or that of my crew. Either the pilot of the
airliner had clearance on his present course, or he
had maneuvered (possibly spilling the passengers
coffee) to avoid me. | certainly didn’t make any
evasive maneuver; | never saw the other aircraft
intimeto increase our separation. My only correct
actionwasto fly aVFR, semicircular patern.

We had been flying a counter-narcotics
mission under “dueregard” inthe Caribbean. We
weremonitoring thelocal control frequency.
Shortly after our close encounter, we heard one of
the pilots of thecommercial jet ask the controller if
therewere any military aircraft operating inthe
area. It wasn't very hard to figure out we weren’t
regular, commercial traffic. The controller stated
that he knew we were out there, but that we had
switched off hisfrequency earlier when we went
operational. Thelast position he had on uswas
nowhere near theairliner’s position.

Because of our heading and thelimited
vigbility from our cockpit, wedidn’t get avisua on
theaircraft until our positionswerevery close. |
determined that the near-miss occurred near an
airway. During therest of theflight, | remained
more aware of wherewewerein relation to
airways. | requested traffic callsfrom the back-
end crew when our cockpit visibility was not
optimal for crossing aparticular airway.

| didn’t think about theincident until the next
day, when | talked to the pilot of that particular
aircraft. He tracked me down, because he needed
to get somefactsfor theinterna incident report he
waswriting for hisairline. | explained to him that
wefly “dueregard” inVMCand at VFR cruising
altitudes, and that we didn’ t intend to get asclose
aswedid. We had avery interesting conversa-
tion—airlinepilotsworry about military aircraft.
We ended on agood note, and we each |earned
something new that day.

Astheaircraft commander, | failed in several
ways. | didn’t pay enough attentionto airline
trafficinthearea, and | relied too heavily on our
ability to detect traffic (by using our radar) well
beforewe saw it. Although | was aware of
airwaysinmy flight path, | didn’t emphasize
keeping my aircraft in the optimum position to see

airlinetraffic. Here arethelessonslearned and
operating proceduresthat | intend to apply inthe
future.

“Bigsky, littleplane.” Eventhoughweall
know that we absolutely cannot rely on that theory,
| proved it again.

Inthe United States, our air traffic control
dependsheavily on radar. Our system allowsusto
receivetraffic callson VFR aircraft not under
ATC control. In other parts of theworld, especialy
ininternational airspace, air traffic control by other
countriesisoften procedural. Position reporting is
king. In such environments, airlinersdon’t get a
heads-up on traffic that doesn’t report. We haveto
avoid other aircraft.

Watch for those things that |ead you to drop
your guard or distract you. Flight planning must
includethe airway structure. Keep track of your
flight path and recogni ze when you areflying near
airways.

Keep your aircraft perpendicular to an airway
when crossing it. If you can’t cross on the perpen-
dicular, get aradar picturefrom your crew or
outsde controller. When paraldling airways, alow
aminimum of 5 NM separation.

Listen onthe ATC frequency. You cangain
some situationa awarenessfrom the position
reportsof airliners. Beextravigilant near terminal
areas.

Have aradar contract. In your brief, make
someoneresponsiblefor own-ship flight following.

Most airlinersunder procedural control follow
airways and make position reportsto assist ATC.
They are predictable, and we can use that predict-
ability toavoid closecals.

Our military missonwhileflying ininterna-
tional airspacerequiresusto fly together with
airliners. Those pilotsusually havenoideaof our
flight path or intentionsuntil either their eyebdls, or
TCAS, dertsthemto our presence. Sinceit isoften
not tectically feasibleto fly under IFR, weneed the
flexibility that “dueregard” flying affordsus. We
haveto maintain separation from other aircraft and
keep thoseairline pilotsfrom spilling their custom-
ers coffee.

LCdr. Gerard flies with VAW-117 and is that squadron’s
safety officer.
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